Paraíso is a densely populated, destitute shantytown (villa) located on the outskirts of the city of Buenos Aires. More than  percent of its potentially economically active population is unemployed or underemployed; violent petty crime, drug trafficking, and shoplifting are standard survival strategies here, and most of the inhabitants are affected in some way. By official standards, more than  percent of the population of this stigmatized villa has ''unmet basic needs''; that is, the people are poor, and approximately  percent have incomes that are below the official poverty line.
The  ''Three Generations'' belongs to Matilde, former press secretary of the Peronist Party, secretary of social welfare of Cóspito until last year, and currently a councilwoman. Juan, twenty years old, is at the  fixing a drum, the traditional bombo peronista, that he is going to play tonight at the rally. I ask him what he is up to. ''You see, I'm fixing this for tonight,'' he replies. ''What are you celebrating?'' I ask. The answer: ''I have no fucking idea [no tengo ni puta idea], but there's gonna be a lot of people [un pedazo de gente].'' 2 Juan is unemployed, but he has been showing up at Matilde's  for the last four months; he expects to obtain a municipal job soon (''Espero que pronto pinte algo''). There are two other youngsters at Matilde's . One of them holds a public job but spends his working hours at Matilde's . The three of them are part of ''the Band of Matilde,'' a group of approximately seventy men (mostly youngsters) who play the drums and carry the party flags and banners displaying Rolo's and Matilde's names during the political rallies. None of the three knows exactly what they are commemorating tonight, but they fix their drums with a luthier's precision and dedication.
Walking through the shantytown is safer in the morning than in the afternoon, when on almost every corner there are youngsters drinking beer or smoking pot, acting as human tollbooths, asking for change in exchange for safe passage. But in the morning there is no fare to be paid. ''They are sleeping, you know,'' one of the older Paraíso residents tells me.
I traverse the shantytown from Matilde's  to Cholo's , located on the ''Fifth Road,'' one of the streets bordering Villa Paraíso. This sector has the worst reputation in the shantytown: all the drug traffickers are said to live there; the ''Little Pirates'' gang, whose members climb on trucks and buses as soon as they stop and rob the passengers, is said to take refuge there during police raids. Residents point to the Fifth Road to deflect the stigma of living in a shantytown; its inhabitants are defined as the real villeros (shantytown dwellers). This sector is the poorest in Paraíso: some streets remain unpaved; there are very precarious shacks, open sewers, and little functioning running water (especially during the summer).a contract that must be renewed every three months with the approval of Matilde. He earns  a month but does not actually do any work for the municipality. He is what in Argentina is known as a ñoqui, a party activist who collects a paycheck as a ghost employee of some public dependency. Cholo also works for Plan Vida, a food-distribution program run by the governor's wife. From : to : .. every day (except Sundays), Cholo accompanies the truck on its route within the shantytown and through the different shantytowns and other poor neighborhoods of the area adjacent to Villa Paraíso. He and two other men distribute the milk, cereal, and eggs to the block delegates (known as manzaneras) of Plan Vida. He also spreads news concerning Plan Vida (an upcoming rally that will launch the program at which the governor or his wife will be present, the program's newspaper will be distributed, etc.) and other news related to the Peronist Party (the time of tonight's rally, the invitation for the barbecue, etc.). He reports any problem that a manzanera might have (a new member of the program, a dropout, a complaint about shortage of food) to Mimi, Matilde's daughter-in-law, who is the area's program coordinator. He earns  a week for this second job.
Cholo is a lifelong Peronist, and he has been living in Paraíso for the last thirty years. Some neighbors consider Cholo the one who ''has done the most for the improvement of the slum.'' Some of those who live in the area deem him responsible for the pavement of the streets, for the improvement of the sewage system, and for the leveling of the soccer field. A couple of days before the rally, Cholo told me that it was ''through Matilde that everything was done here . . . she really delivers. Since I started working in the party, I've seen that Matilde has done the most. She sent the pipelines for the sewage system and the cement for the pavement of the streets. Adolfo [Matilde's husband, who is the undersecretary of public works] sent the machines to do the job.'' Not far from Cholo's , Mónica-one of the manzaneras of Plan Vida -spends her mornings distributing milk, eggs, cereal (once a week), and sugar (one kilogram once a month) to the more than  mothers and children on her block. Cholo invited her to become part of the program. At first, having no experience whatsoever, she was ''very nervous,'' but then she ''got used to it'': ''I really like the program; it's a real help.'' In between distributing the milk and the eggs, Mónica cleans her precarious one-bedroom house, bathes her two children, and prepares their breakfast and lunch. After twelve, she leaves the house and visits her mother-in-law, Victoria, another Plan Vida manzanera. Victoria also became part of the program through Cholo. Her husband, Mario, works at the health center of Villa Paraíso in a full-time public job that he got six months after joining ''Matilde's Band.'' ''Playing the drums [los bombos], you know?'' Catalina-Mario's stepdaughter-tells me, ''but it was for free, ad honorem, as they say.'' Victoria explains that Mario ''went after Matilde, becoming one of the drum players in her band. She [Matilde] promised Mario a job. After six or seven months he got it; he has been working there for two years. Matilde really delivers. . . . She also sends powdered milk to the  around the corner [Cholo's] . '' Mónica and Mario will go to the rally tonight with Cholo. ''I really like going to the rallies. . . . It is also a way of thanking Matilde for everything she does for us,'' Mónica tells me. Victoria will stay home because ''I have to take care of the house, you know?'' Catalina would love to go-''I hardly miss a rally,'' she comments. But she has just had an eye operation, and she needs to rest. As she is unemployed, she has no health insurance (obra social ); a friend with insurance allowed Catalina to have the operation under her name.
At : .. I meet Toni, who is the porter at the Ateneo Parroquial, a social club associated with the local Catholic church. He works as a part-time garbage collector for the municipality of Cóspito. He got this job when he was working at the  ''Perón-Perón,'' another  in Villa Paraíso. Juan Pisutti is the president of the  and a close friend of Toni's. I spend four hours with Toni talking about the history of Villa Paraíso, which he knows pretty well. Villa Paraíso, Toni notes, is the site where Detrás de un largo muro (Behind a long wall), one of the first realist Argentine movies, was shot. The movie portrays the lives of those recent internal immigrants who, in the s and s, moved to the city of Buenos Aires and chose Villa Paraíso as a place to live. At that time, Toni tells me, the place was almost a lagoon, and ''we filled it, we made this barrio, you know?'' During the s, the national government had walled in the shantytown so that tourists on the adjoining main road (which at that time provided the easiest access to the international airport) would not have their impressions of the beauty of Buenos Aires spoiled by the living conditions in Paraíso. Behind that long wall, thousands of people were building a place of their own. Villa Paraíso, Toni tells me, is the place where Sandro-one of Argentina's top pop singers-first performed, where Acavallo-a world boxing champion-used to train. It is the place that inspired the novelist Bernardo Verbitsky to write Villa miseria también es América ()-although Toni is not sure on this point. And it is also, according to Toni, the site where many of the members of the ''Peronist Resistance''-a clandestine union-based movement that fought for the return of Perón to Argentina during the s and s-used to hide. ''This guy, Don Mario, was the mailman of the Resistance. . . .'' Villa Paraíso, Toni observes, is a ''very politicized place.'' ''See those buses? They are going to Matilde's  . . . because tonight there's a rally,'' Toni points out. Although he defines himself as a ''Peronist . . . but a Peronist of Perón'' and he knows that today is ''Perón's anniversary,'' he will not go to the rally. ''I don't like people messing around, smoking pot and drinking wine, and playing the drums. . . . We have nothing to celebrate. . . . Perón is dead, and it would be nice to remember him in another way, not shouting as crazy people and drinking and smoking. Besides, I don't want anybody to take me to the rally. If I want to go, I'll go by myself.'' Before I leave the Ateneo, Toni tells me that, if I am interested in what is going on in Villa Paraíso, I should attend tonight's rally because ''a lot of people from the villa will go.'' He adds a very harsh remark about Matilde: ''She calls people whenever there is a rally; she uses those guys, who are idling around. She takes them to paint walls. She uses them for the rallies to play the drums, and, when the day is over, she gives them a packet of food or a joint. . . . That has nothing to do with social justice.'' It is almost dark when I leave the Ateneo and head for Matilde's , arriving there at : .. Pedro is inside, handing out the T-shirts with the slogan ''Rolo Conducción: La Banda de Matilde'' to groups of youngsters. Most of them come from Villa Paraíso, although others come from nearby shantytowns and poor neighborhoods. A youth is rolling a joint. Pedro warns him: ''Hey, man, there's not gonna be anything for you later.'' The others laugh. Another youth from the band, who works for the municipality in the secretariat of public works, tells me: ''I am here because I have to work; I'd rather be at home, watching  and drinking mate.'' Outside the , Matilde's two other sons-wearing the T-shirts with the slogan-direct the people who approach the  to one of the seven buses that are lined up on the street. Mimi-Matilde's daughter-in-law and coordinator of Plan Vida-is wearing a T-shirt on which is printed a photograph that shows Matilde and Rolo together, smiling for the camera. She, together with Coca-Matilde's other daughter-in-law and the coordinator of Plan Vida in the nearby Villa Tranquila-who is also wearing the T-shirt with the photograph, are chatting with some manzaneras, telling them about the upcoming rally launching the program that will take place a week from now in another neighborhood of Cóspito City: the governor's wife is going to be there. They are also distributing T-shirts and caps. The Jauretche Cultural Center is located half a block from Matilde's  in front of Matilde's two-story home. Paco, Matilde's other son, is its president. At this time of the day the center is open, and BriggiteMatilde's cleaning lady-is attending to the people who ask for medicine or food. An old woman asks Briggite for some sedatives; Briggite, carrying a bag full of T-shirts and another bag full of packs of cigarettes, tells her: ''Not now, mamita; why don't you come back tomorrow? Now I am in a rush, you know? We have an acto tonight. . . . Do you wanna come?'' ''Not today,'' the old lady answers, ''I have to take care of the children, but next time, sure. . . .'' She leaves, without her pills.
The cultural center is jammed with photos of Eva Perón, Juan Perón, Governor Duhalde, Matilde, and Rolo. There is a pile of Peronist Party newspapers, with a front-page photograph of Duhalde and the phrase ''To govern is to create jobs.'' Dozens of soccer trophies stand in the center's glass showcase. There are also diplomas in recognition of Matilde's various social activities. At : .., Matilde, a bleached-blonde, fortyfive-year-old woman, very well dressed and wearing light makeup, shows up. She greets everybody, me included, and asks me: ''Are you coming to see the way the Peronist masses mobilize?'' Outside, Pedro tells the youngsters from Matilde's Band (numbering by now nearly seventy) to look for the drums in the garage of the . In no more than five minutes, the seventy ''musicians'' are rhythmically playing their drums. He gives them packs of cigarettes and chewing gum. Pedro tells me that they hope next year to ''incorporate trumpets into the band. Cholo, Matilde's puntero in the Fifth Road, is arguing angrily with Mimi and Paco. ''My people deserve the T-shirts and the caps! You gave me only fifteen T-shirts and fifteen caps, and you know that I usually move forty people. What am I supposed to do? I didn't distribute them because I didn't know what to do. . . . Now you go and tell them that there are no T-shirts or caps.'' Mimi replies: ''You can't complain. Come on, give me a break; other groups got only ten T-shirts.'' Cholo would later recount the discussion in the following terms: ''And I am not stupid. How could she tell me that every group got only ten T-shirts if I, and my people, saw that everybody was wearing a T-shirt?'' More than half of Cholo's people get off the bus as Mimi and Paco look on in astonishment. Matilde and her husband have already gone to the church where, before the public rally, a mass is being held in honor of ''El General.'' Together with Cholo, twenty people head back to the Fifth Road, in Villa Paraíso. Tonight, they are not going to the rally. The other half stays, among them Mónica and Mario. As Mónica later tells me: ''I won't dirty my hands over a T-shirt [No me voy a ensuciar por una remera].''
The square where the rally is being held is located a short fifteenminute drive from Matilde's . The police have blocked traffic, so we easily make it to where the other buses are parked. The group is quite large: five hundred people on a cold evening in Cóspito City, wearing white T-shirts and caps, with seventy people in front playing the drums and two big banners-one of them held by Mario-at the head of the contingent.
Photographs of Perón, Evita, and Rolo decorate the stage, which is already surrounded by approximately four hundred people, most of them dispersed in groups of different sizes carrying Peronist flags and banners with the names of Rolo and other local punteros. Matilde's group represents more than half the whole crowd.
As soon as the mayor, Matilde, and other municipal officials leave the church and come onstage, the acto (rally) is officially opened by an announcer, who welcomes everyone. The audience sings both the national and the Peronist anthems. Afterward, the announcer introduces the first speaker, Susana Gutierrez, the mayor's adviser to the Social Welfare Area and president of the  ''Cuca Gutierrez'' (Cuca was the nickname of Susana's mother). Susana is a forty-two-year-old bleached blonde, very well dressed; she addresses the audience, saying, ''Today is a day of glory for the Peronist people. Perón meant the happiness of the people; he meant social justice. . . .'' She then recites a poem that she has-in her own words-''written for the occasion,'' a poem that ''the compañeras [comrades] have asked'' her to recite, a poem that ''expresses my feelings'' and that is worth quoting:
Hombres y mujeres de mi humilde patria quiero yo contarles a la juventud y contar la historia, la historia de un hombre que le dió a su pueblo todo lo mejor. Les brindó trabajo, viviendas honestas lucho por los niños y el trabajador muchos más felices fueron los ancianos y una vida digna a ellos les dió. Tuvo a su lado alguien que lo quizo, entregó su vida y todo su amor, fue mujer de lucha, de sangre guerrera, que le dió al humilde, justicia y honor. Juntos siempre juntos, lucharon unidos, le dieron al pueblo la paz y el amor, lucharemos siempre, somos peronistas, hijos bien nacidos de Evita y Perón.
Men and women of my humble motherland, I want to tell something to the young people, to recount the history, the history of a man who gave the best to his people. He bestowed jobs, honest dwellings on them.
He fought for the children and the worker, the elderly were much happier, and he gave a dignified life to them.
Introduction  He had someone who loved him at his side, who offered her life and all her love, she was a woman of struggle, with warrior's blood who gave to the humble honor and justice. Together, always together, they struggled united, they gave to the people peace and love, we will fight forever, we are Peronists, well-born children of Evita and Perón.
She ends her ardent recital amid an ovation given by the close to a thousand people in the square. Cheers, applause, and the sound of the drums mark the transition to the next speaker: Rolo. At this time, I lose sight of Mónica. She is in the nearby park, supervising her children, who are playing with other children, none of them paying attention to what is going on in the acto. She is still wearing her T-shirt and cap.
The announcer presents Rolo's multiple credentials: ''In order to talk about General Perón-undisputed leader, the man who transformed the doctrine of this time, and the man who created Peronist doctrine-Rolo Fontana will speak. He is the president of the Peronist Party of Cós-pito, political secretary of the Peronist Party of Buenos Aires Province, member of the National Council of the Peronist Party, five-time mayor, and the last Peronist caudillo.'' Rolo is a seventy-two-year-old man who has serious health problems and whose voice is increasingly difficult to understand. His twenty-minute speech is dedicated to lauding the image of Perón and Eva and to deriding the opposition, which, according to him, is conspiring to bring the Peronist government down. He emphasizes that the pueblo peronista must keep the Peronist flame alive:
We are Peronists from the heart, Peronism is a sentiment, and we are used to fighting, we are used to sacrifice, and if they [the opposition] want to fight, we will fight. We all know that there are various plots to break the constitutional stability of Menem's government. We have to think that he is the man that we appointed as our president. . . . If the Peronist government falls, all of us will fall, and we will lose everything. . . . We have to keep defending what Juan Perón and Eva Perón gave to us, and we are going to make the pueblo argentino happy, as we made it with Juan Perón.
 Poor People's Politics
He finishes his speech with an implicit reference to the political scandal going on in the municipality, the ''hidden-camera issue,'' saying, ''Thanks for coming; in these days, I need your affection.''
The people cheer him, the drums play for ten more minutes, and the different groups head back to their buses. Mónica comes back from the nearby park with her exhausted children.We all get on the bus and return to Villa Paraíso.
The rally has had different-although not necessarily mutually exclusive-meanings for its participants: for some the rally was a party of sorts, an opportunity to get together with friends, to drink a free beer and smoke a free joint, to play the drums and dance al compás del tamboril (to the rhythm of the drums). For others, the rally was part of their job, part of their day's work. Others took advantage of the free ride to take their children to play in the nearby park, a rare treat. Others went to the rally for the bag of food offered. For the political brokers, the rally was, apart from elections, probably one of the most important forms of political objectification, the way of making numbers visible and ''showing the mayor how many people you have.'' For others, some of whom were not even present, the purpose of the rally was simply to pay homage to the ''great man.'' For some members of the press and some progressive politicians who will report and comment on the rally, this was a clear manifestation of ''political clientelism''; for others, among them some social scientists-more attached to an understanding of politics that is based on what it should be and not on what it actually is-the rally was a holdover from the past with no bearing whatsoever on contemporary politics.
Clientelist Exchanges?
''The other day, I was watching ,'' Cholo tells me two days after the rally, ''and a politician . . . I don't remember his name . . . was saying that the punteros políticos [party brokers] use the people. He was saying that the officials use the punteros and that, in turn, the punteros use the people. And I think to myself, 'That's me, I use the people' . . . because I give food to the people, and the officials play their game . . . because Matilde didn't send enough T-shirts and caps, she didn't even send enough choriIntroduction  zos. . . . She has helped with the pavement of the street, but since then she is not really delivering. I am still waiting for the sewage pipes for the Fifth Road, and she hasn't sent the machines to level off the ground for the soccer field. . . . She is not giving me the air that I need. I am tired, you know?'' Abruptly, Cholo becomes what Goffman (, ) would call situation conscious, 3 and his comments about Matilde suddenly change. He complains about his fixed-term contract: ''I am worth more than  . . . because I always move forty people, and they know that . . . and if they know that, why did they send only fifteen T-shirts and fifteen caps? '' In front of Cholo's , there is a large tract of land that used to be part of one of the biggest military factories in Greater Buenos Aires. The factory was closed down in the early s and is now abandoned, a skeleton where the Little Pirates hide themselves. Cholo has been trying to construct a soccer field on this public land: ''You know, if Matilde sends the machines, I'll level off the ground, I'll put up two goals, and I'll surround it with a wire fence. . . . I can get  a month from the rent of the soccer field . . . but Matilde still owes me the machines. . . . She hasn't shown up much in this area recently.'' Matilde is not sending the ''oxygen'' he needs, he repeats, ''because, you know, today people do not go to the rallies for Perón and Evita, they go for interest. . . . How does she think I'm gonna manage with only fifteen T-shirts and fifteen caps? That's not possible.'' Cholo is highly indignant about the whole ''trouble with the T-shirts,'' and he is thinking about backing out of his informal arrangement with Matilde. ''I am really tired, you know?'' he repeats. But he will not leave Matilde's group. A week from Perón's birthday, he and ''his people'' are in front of the municipal building of Cóspito City celebrating the Day of Loyalty-the founding day of Peronism-together with Matilde's Band and another twelve hundred people. Rolo and Susana are, again, the keynote speakers.
Cholo's understanding of why people show up at the rallies is surprisingly close to that of many progressive politicians and journalists. For them, as for Cholo, people attend these and other rallies for ''interest.'' They go because they get a bag of food, a pair of sneakers, a barbecue, T-shirts. Yet opposition politicians and the progressive press will report and comment on this and on the dozens of rallies organized by the Peronist Party during the year as ''acts of manipulation,'' as the expres-sion of ''political clientelism.'' Although they agree with Cholo's diagnosis, they will denounce these practices as bribery (exchanging food for support), as antidemocratic, as the exact opposite of the way in which a democratic civil society-as they understand it-should function.
Probably unconsciously, much of the academic discourse on the subject also agrees with Cholo: interest is the driving force behind much of the support that political patrons and brokers obtain from their ''clients.'' In contexts of extreme material deprivation, so the tale runs, clients are not blind followers, dupes in the grip of clientelist politics: their support is calculated, a way to improve their lot by aligning themselves with the brokers and patrons who have the most to offer. In the more optimistic scenarios, instrumental calculation comes with ''resistance'' to the domination exerted by patrons and brokers alike. Clients, like the Mónicas and Marios who abound in the poor neighborhoods and shantytowns, are seen as crafting a ''hidden transcript,'' that is, a ''critique of power spoken behind the back of the dominant'' (Scott , xxi) that allegedly vents their profound, visceral discontent with this way of doing politics.
It is true: food, favors, beer, and drugs circulate in one direction (from patrons and brokers to clients), and support-and sometimes votes-circulates in the other (from clients to brokers and patrons). But do such exchanges actually cause the practices that we see? A view strictly concerned with the undemocratic character of the exchange of food for votes-or with the morality of such practices-fails to grasp one essential element: the rally dramatizes the already existing informal networks and shared cultural representations. These networks and these representations are key elements in the everyday lives of many shantytown dwellers and many among the urban poor. These networks and these representations are the subject of this book.
Neither the political/journalistic discourse on the subject of Peronist political clientelism nor the usual tools provided by studies of clientelist exchanges in other parts of the world will help us understand what is going on during the rally days organized by the Peronist Party in the contemporary Conurbano Bonaerense. They will not facilitate our understanding precisely because the explanation of why people go to those rallies-organized by the official party during times when the conditions of existence of those attending them are further deteriorating-is to be found, not in the rally itself, but in the underlying ties expressed, strengthened, and sometimes even renegotiated at the rallies and in the memories shared and future plans made there.
The Plan of This Book
Most of the people who gathered on  October  had five things in common: they came from Villa Paraíso; most of them were poor; they knew Matilde or her counterpart in other poor neighborhoods or shantytowns; they defined themselves as Peronists; and they clapped furiously when Susana shouted: ''We will fight forever, we are Peronists, well-born children of Evita and Perón.'' In other words, those who supposedly went there for a bag of food share a network of relationships and claim a common-although multifarious-identity.
Through a serious exploration of these five elements, this book will show that the rally described above is one constitutive element, among many others, of ongoing informal problem-solving networks meant to ensure material survival and of shared cultural representations.The rally, the T-shirt dispute, the expressions of gratitude to Matilde, Susana's Peronist performance, the daily distribution of milk, the barbecue, and the ''affection'' that the mayor confessed he needs-all are important parts of the everyday relationships that make up the political culture(s) in which the lives of the urban poor are embedded. The rally, the T-shirt dispute, and the poem recited by Susana are thus dramatizations of intricate networks, of competing histories, and of multiple identities.
The analyses presented in this book are based on the first ethnography of clientelist networks ever carried out in urban Argentina. 4 Chapter  examines the fate of the urban poor in contemporary Argentina, with special emphasis on the structural forces that affect the everyday lives of thousands of bonaerenses, depriving them of their usual means of subsistence. Deepening inequality, hyper-unemployment amounting to outright deproletarianization, the increasingly casual nature of the wagelabor relation, and the related retrenchment of the populist-welfare state are examined as the processes behind the further impoverishment of the urban poor during the last decade. The result of this profound deterioration in the material conditions of existence is a transformation in the mainstay of subsistence of the urban poor: the lack of monetary con-sumption in a growing number of households determines the increasing relevance of informal consumption, and of domestic and self-help activities, as ways of satisfying principal subsistence needs.
Chapter  explores the forms that the processes described in the previous chapter take in a particular geographic and social setting: the stigmatized and destitute shantytown Villa Paraíso. One can hardly think of a space that is located lower than this in the symbolic hierarchy of places that compose the Conurbano Bonaerense. Middle-class neighborhoods in decline, working-class barrios, squatter settlements (asentamientos), projects, all stand above the shantytown and distance themselves from it.
Chapter  reconstructs the lived experiences of shantytown dwellers through an exploration of the history of the ways in which they have been solving their major subsistence problems. As we will see, Paraíso does not have a founding day-as some squatter settlements do-because it has grown gradually, through accretion, since the mid-s. More than  percent of the land that it now occupies was covered by lagoons. Paraíso also grew through a landfill process. And, as they improved it, the inhabitants constructed a series of neighborhood institutions and a set of cultural understandings about life in Paraíso. They constructed a place in which to live. The shantytown's increased isolation and the concomitant sense of abandonment make the inhabitants feel that ''the future is no longer what it used to be.'' What used to be a place in which to live has become simply another space in which to survive. Chapter  therefore explores the way in which the shantytown's inhabitants understand what has happened to it.
Against the background of the transformation in the mainstay of subsistence in Paraíso, chapter  explores some of the problem-solving networks available to residents. Church charity and reciprocal networks among neighbors are still important ways of satisfying basic needs, and underground activities (drug dealing, shoplifting, petty crime) are increasingly important means of obtaining cash. After a brief description of these underground activities, the chapter thoroughly explores the different problem-solving networks that, with a political broker as their focal point, abound in the slum. Within Villa Paraíso, there are four major problem-solving networks over which the Peronist Party has a decisive influence; the chapter explores those networks' different re-sources, variable extensions, and similar forms and functions. Information hoarding and resource control are the key functions of brokers. The problem-solving networks can be envisioned as concentric circles surrounding the brokers; in every case, a network consists of an inner circle of everyday, ubiquitous relationships central to the problem holder's life and an outer circle of more casual and intermittent ties. When the focal points of the network are not competing with each other in the local political arena, the networks overlap: a member of one inner circle can get his or her problems resolved through the intervention of a broker at the center of another circle. In contrast, when the focal points compete, the networks are mutually exclusive.
Chapter  examines the differences and similarities between the various brokers, illustrating the ideal-typical trajectories of political brokers's careers. Brokers can be classified as beginners, declining, consolidated, or potential, depending on their links to third parties and on their own ability to garner and maintain support. The chapter also examines the functioning of Plan Vida, the largest food-distribution program currently carried out by the government of the province of Buenos Aires. The workings of this food program embody the ''Peronist way'' of solving survival problems among the urban poor.
Chapter  elaborates on the poem recited by Susana at the rally, treating it as an indicator of the cultural tradition enacted by Peronist brokers each time they grant a favor or hand out a bag of food. In the same way in which chapter  explores the resources distributed by brokers (i.e., the ''whats'' of the Peronist networks), chapter  examines the ''hows'' of this distribution (i.e., the way in which brokers publicly present their favors). It analyzes brokers' practices as performances, as public presentations, and as a form of symbolic labor in which a representation of the relation between problem solver and problem holder is proposed and a particular version of Peronism (as a cultural tradition) is re-created. This chapter explores the solution of problems, not only as a veiled form of doing politics, but also as a way of ''doing gender,'' reproducing gender differences within the local political arena.
Chapter  problematizes the notion of clientelism by taking into consideration the way in which so-called clients feel and think about the ''interested exchanges.'' It analyzes the different points of view that the shantytown dwellers have on the distribution of goods by political bro-kers, the various evaluations that they make of political brokers, and the competing views about politics and its particular role in the history of the neighborhood. In order to avoid a disembedded ''recollection of voices,'' this chapter locates these points of view in the cluster of relations traced in chapter . It also returns to some of the issues explored in chapter , casting new light on the different narratives that exist in the shantytown concerning its history.
Chapter  further elaborates some of the issues explored in the previous chapter. Specifically, it examines the different meanings that ''being a Peronist'' has to the shantytown dwellers and anchors these diverse meanings in the problem-solving network. This chapter also examines Peronism as a public narrative and explores what is left of what Daniel James () calls the populist Peronist heresy. It analyzes both the way in which the mayor, the governor and his wife, and local officials-such as Matilde-talk about Peronism, its historical mission, and its promise to solve the poor's problems and the varied ways in which Peronism is remembered by shantytown dwellers.
The conclusion reflects on certain personal experiences that I had while carrying out my fieldwork. Such reflection allows me to construct a final cultural hypothesis concerning the dynamics of the political culture(s) of the urban poor in contemporary Buenos Aires. them that will change their minds about some general issue?'' It was, I think, a way of warning me not to obsess about the case at hand at the expense of the construction of more general arguments.
I can hardly remember my answer. Yet I do recall that I attemptedunsuccessfully-to quote by memory the paragraph of Italo Calvino's ''Whom Do We Write For?'' in which he observes, ''A writer's work is important to the extent that the ideal bookshelf on which he would like to be placed is still an improbable shelf, containing books that we do not usually put side by side, the juxtaposition of which can produce electric shocks, short circuits'' (Calvino , ). Although my response was not as precise, the idea was there. I would attempt to write a dissertation (and, I hoped, a book) that would transcend the deeply established boundaries-both institutional and mental-between disciplines and subareas, locating it on an ''improbable shelf '' from the outset. At the same time, every single page of my book would be a struggle against the artificial division between theoretical and empirical work, deeply entrenched in the sociological discipline, even after the persuasive calls against such separation by such authors as C. Wright Mills or Pierre Bourdieu. From the very beginning, then, I would refuse to write the ''theoretical framework'' chapter, the ''literature review'' chapter, the ''case studies'' chapters-a way of proceeding that implicitly reproduces the sterile division between theory and empirical research by ignoring the fact that ''the best theory is that which is virtually inseparable from the object it brings to light'' (Wacquant , ).
Is this ''network analysis,'' ''cultural analysis,'' ''urban sociology''? Why should we care about Villa Paraíso? Those questions continued to haunt me during the three years of fieldwork, writing, group discussion, and teaching. All the while, I was obsessed with my case and with the way in which (some of ) the concepts and theoretical tools that I learned during the years of my graduate studies could be exercised or, better, ''put into practice'' (Bourdieu , ). If only I would be able to use those theoretical instruments in an adequate way, I would see the case at hand in a different light, and a reader who is not particularly concerned about Villa Paraíso would begin to gain some interest in my narrative.
In the meantime, I came across different scholarly works that turned out to be decisive influences on my writing, providing me with powerful conceptual tools with which to construct an answer to those hard-to-forget questions. Philippe Bourgois's In Search of Respect (), Beth Roy's Some Trouble with Cows (), Nancy Scheper-Hughes's Death without Weeping (), and Wacquant's (b, b) work on boxing deal with subjects and places quite removed from my own. Yet someone who is not particularly interested in El Barrio, Panipur, Alto do Cruzeiro, or the black ghetto can learn many lessons that transcend those places and even their specific subjects. The epistemological issues that these works confront, the validity of the methods that they utilize, the instruments of analysis that they offer, all certainly transcend their contexts of origin. What can we learn from Villa Paraíso? To be blunt, besides the case, what is this book about?
One of the most perceptive observers of the new Latin American democracies acknowledges that political clientelism is still an extremely important ''informal, permanent, and pervasive'' institution in these new polyarchies (see O'Donnell a, b). Students of democratic consolidation, Guillermo O'Donnell (a) suggests, should free themselves from the ''illusions'' fostered by ''a fixation on highly formalized and complex organizations'' (p. ). Implicitly recognizing that normative models may become prime epistemological obstacles to an understanding of the way in which democracy works, he points out that ''most students of democratization agree that many of the new polyarchies are at best poorly institutionalized. Few seem to have institutionalized anything but elections, at least in terms of what one would expect from looking at older polyarchies. But appearances can be misleading, since other institutions may exist, even though they may not be the ones that most of us would prefer or easily recognize'' (p. ). Clientelism-understood as the particularized exchange of votes and support for goods, favors, and services between the poor and the elites-endures as an ''extremely influential, informal, and sometimes concealed institution'' (p. ) that is not ''destined to disappear or even to remain on the margins of society with the establishment of modern regimes-whether democratic or authoritarian-or with economic development'' (Roniger and Günes-Ayata , ).
Long before O'Donnell's disenchanting assertion, sociologists and anthropologists insisted on the resilient character of clientelist arrangements in Latin American polities. 5 Many authors have long recognized that, when analyzing the relations between elites and poor masses, we navigate a ''sea of particularism and blurred boundaries'' (O'Donnell a, ). In fact, in much the same way as the trope of disorganization has governed the study of the American ''dark ghetto'' (Clark ; Wacquant a) and ''anomy and radicalism'' have dominated the study of the Latin American shantytown (Perlman ; Portés ), political clientelism has been one of the strongest and most recurrent images in the study of the political practices of the poor-urban and rural alike-in Latin America, almost to the point of becoming a sort of ''metonymic prison'' (Appadurai ) for this part of the Americas. According to Appadurai, one of the effects of this (pre)constructed ''anthology of images'' that links places and cultural themes is that it flattens the cultural complexity of the phenomenon under study, locating it in a general-and generalizable-category, in this case clientelism. The notion has been used-and, at times, abused-to explain the reasons why poor and destitute people sometimes follow populist leaders and at other times follow authoritarian or conservative ones (De la Torre ; Menendez Carrión ; Stein ). Clientelism is understood as one of the central elements of the populist appeal, but it is also considered to be a mode of vertical political inclusion quite distinct from populism (Mouzelis ).
Political clientelism is recurrently associated with the limitations of Latin America's always fragile democracies (O'Donnell a, b; Fox ; Gunther, Diamandouros, and Puhle ). According to Gunther, Diamandouros, and Puhle (), clientelism is ''antithetical to the quality of democracy,'' and, if it is pervasive, it could result in its delegitimation. For these authors, insofar as clientelism entails ''systematic and persistent power imbalances within society, polity, and economy,'' it is ''incompatible with the unhindered exercise of suffrage.'' O'Donnell (b, ) rightly observes that this appraisal is ''simply empirically untrue.'' In emphasizing the power imbalances that clientelism perpetuates, Gunther, Diamandouros, and Puhle are, according to O'Donnell, ''implicitly making a radical critique of any democracy.'' ''Can they ignore,'' he incisively asks, ''the pervasive consequences of class, status, bureaucratic power, and so on that everywhere also perpetuate unequal treatment and generate systematic and persistent imbalances?'' Clientelism is seen as one of the pillars of oligarchic domination reinforcing and perpetuating the rule of traditional political elites (Hagopian ) and as a set of practices that remains ''at the core of party behavior'' throughout Latin America (Hoskin ).The exchange of votes for favors is seen as one of the possible relations between political parties and organized popular groups and/or community associations. In this case, the analysis usually focuses on the efforts made by popular organized groups to bypass traditional mechanisms of political co-optation (Cardoso ; see also Escobar ) and on the varying vulnerability of local associations to clientelist penetration. Further, political clientelism is examined as a form of atomization and fragmentation of the electorate and/or the ''popular sector'' (Rock , ; O'Donnell b), as a way of inhibiting collective organization and discouraging real political participation. Scholars focusing on cases of ''collective clientelism'' (Burgwald ) find this last examination inadequate. The widely used antinomy (rarely subjected to empirical scrutiny) between traditional, clientelist politics and modern and/or radical forms of participation has been contested in recent analyses as oversimplified. 6
This resilient and still pervasive informal institution is recurrently considered an ''old societal ill'' opposed to the participatory ideology of social movements and their emphasis on political autonomy (see the various essays in Escobar and Alvarez ), but it is also understood to be based on trust and solidarity (Roniger and Günes-Ayata ). Last, but hardly least, vertical clientelist bonds are conceptualized as the exact opposite of those horizontal networks of civic engagement that foster a truly civic community and that, in turn, ''make democracy work'' (Putnam ).
It is common knowledge that clientelist exchanges concatenate into pyramidal networks. The structure of these ''domination networks'' (Knoke ) and the key actors within them (patrons, brokers, and clients) are well-studied phenomena of popular political life (Lomnitz , ). With minor differences, most of the literature emphasizes the structured character of the ''clientelist system.'' Clientelist exchanges concatenate into a structure, often of pyramidal form, in which patrons, brokers, and clients are located (networks, dyads, sets). The stress is put on the functions and consequences (intended or not) that clientelism has for the political system, on the set of positions in which this particular logic of exchange operates, and on the relation between the clientelist system and the level of economic and/or political development of a particular society. The literature on clientelism also agrees that clientelistic relationships are as far from any kind of Simmelian sociability as from Roman societas leonina (a partnership in which all the benefits go to one side). The literature concurs in that patron-broker-client relations are a cocktail-to continue with the Simmelian language-of different forms of social interaction: exchange, conflict, domination, and prostitution. Clientelist relationships are seen as hierarchic arrangements, as bonds of dependence and control based on power differences and inequality. Being highly selective, particularistic, and diffuse, they are ''characterized by the simultaneous exchange of two different types of resources and services: instrumental (e.g., economic and political) and 'sociational' or expressive (e.g., promises of loyalty and solidarity).'' Clientelist relationships are also characterized by having individuals as their protagonists, as opposed to organized corporate groups. Finally, they are said to be neither ''fully contractual nor legal-in fact, they are often illegal-but are based on more informal, though tightly binding, understandings'' (Roniger , -). Clientelist relationships, much of the literature agrees, constitute a realm of submission, a cluster of bonds of domination in opposition to a realm of mutual recognition, of equality and cooperation. These relations are seen as the exact opposite of Simmelian sociability, ''the purest, most transparent, most engaging kind of interaction-that among equals'' (Simmel , ).
Currently, the uses of the notion are being scrutinized and problematized from different perspectives (Gay , , ; Burgwald ; Escobar ). Yet ''political clientelism'' remains one of those simplifying images and narratives that obscure more than clarify our understanding of the practices and representations of popular groups. It is still being said-and, particularly in Argentina, is insistently being held in the academic, political, and journalistic discourse-that ''the poor,'' ''the marginal,'' give their support to politicians in exchange for favors, goods, and services that will satisfy their immediate needs. This book joins current efforts on the part of other scholars (Gay , ; Burgwald ) to problematize and test the potential and limitations of the notion of political clientelism. This work can thus be seen as an attempt to build on the spirit of recent scholarship while providing a more finely grained analysis of the cultural complexity of clientelism in the context of contemporary Argentina. But it is not only about this.
The trope of clientelism is, often, the product of what Bourdieu (c) considers a ''scholastic point of view,'' an externalist and remote view, a vision that constructs practices of exchange as if they were a spectacle, thus losing sight of the specificity of the logic of those practices. An indicator of this view from afar can be found in the very terms that govern the analysis-flows, exchange, rational choice-terms that are foreign to the logic of problem solving enacted through the ''clientelist network.'' This point of view assumes-wrongly-that, because favors, goods, and services circulate one way and support attendance at rallies, and-ultimately-votes circulate the other way, the former are causing the latter, that is, that votes and support come because of goods, services, and particular favors. Confusing the circulation with the generative principles of action, this scholastic point of view makes a serious epistemological mistake. It locates in the consciousness of the actors the model constructed by the analyst to account for the practices, assuming that ''the constructions that the scientist must produce to understand practice . . . were the main determinants, the actual cause of practice'' (Bourdieu c, ). It seems to me that this point of view is (pre)constructed far from where the real action lies: this is not in the boisterous-and often pathetic-distribution of food packages before a political rally but in the abiding ties, in the enduring webs of relationships that brokers establish with their clients, and in the-sometimes shared (although seldom cooperatively constructed)-array of cultural representations. It is in relations and representations where social action lies, and it is there that we should focus our attention. 7 A view that takes into account these relations will allow us to construct another point of view, one that takes seriously the representations, the collective and individual identities, and the cultural idioms that play a fundamental role in the construction of these exchanges. Thus, this book is also an exercise in relational thinking.
Much of the understanding of politics in Argentina is governed by this spectatorial point of view. While carrying out my fieldwork, I eagerly explored the most recent bibliography on politics in Argentina in order to find some contrasts and some commonalities with my own findings (e.g., Acuña a; Borón et al. ; Sidicaro and Mayer ; Palermo and Novaro ). The search was vain yet at the same time encouraging. The search was vain because many of the studies are (still) dominated by the ''top-down'' view that permeated much of the research on ''transitions to democracy.'' As Tilly asserts, many of the theories of democratization accorded little (or only a subsidiary) place to popular collective action and accentuated ''instrumental maneuvers and bargains among elites'' (c, ). In current studies, the way in which politics affects and engages the real lives of people is (almost completely) absent or represented by the poor substitute of survey opinion polls. The search was also encouraging because the absence would provide an extra reason for those interested in Argentine politics to read my work. Far from being an activity reserved for national or provincial elites, politics, for some, is an everyday practice. Yet political analysts recurrently look at one side (the most visible one) of political dynamics at the expense of their most obscure, intricate, and-for me-interesting aspects. This book is also about how politics intermingles with people's everyday lives, becoming-for some-their ''paramount, wide-awake reality,'' to use the language of Schutz (). It is about the microphysics of politics. * ''If one distinct strain identifies Argentine social sciences,'' writes Elizabeth Jelin (, ), ''it is the analysis and interpretation of Peronism.'' Peronism is the most studied of Argentine political phenomena, both by native and by foreign social scientists and historians. Understandably so, Peronism has been firmly entrenched in Argentine society ''both organizationally and as a political identity'' (Levitsky a, ) for more than fifty years. Having been one of the most influential political forces in modern Latin American history, the Peronist Party is, despite its occasional electoral setbacks, the largest political party in Argentina today. As Jelin herself puts it, ''Peronism transformed itself but continued as the single most important political force in the country'' (, ). Despite the plethora of studies that were (and still are) dedicated to the many aspects of this resilient sociopolitical phenomenon, the specific role of women within Peronism has never been seriously examined. 8 The absence is striking considering the key role that Eva Perón played as the powerful icon of Peronist ideals-during her lifetime as well as and, perhaps more importantly, in the decades following her death in . Following Eva's inspiration (as I analyze in chap. ), many women are currently involved in the Peronist Party, and, although no precise figures are available, a cursory look shows that they are overrepresented in those key party and government functions related to social welfare, providing personalized assistance to poor people.
It is by now common knowledge that women's participation in politics has substantially increased in Latin America since the s. Women ''were involved in politics to a degree and in a variety of forms without precedent in Latin American history. . . . [W]omen's organizations were beginning to carve out a space for themselves in local and national political life and feminism was slowly making inroads into political and academic institutions'' (Chinchilla , ). Women's growing participation in movements of protest and social change has been the subject of engaging debates in the literature of what came to be known as ''new social movements'' (Jelin , ; Feijoo ; Jaquette ; Escobar and Alvarez ; Chinchilla ). 9 Many studies also highlight the key role that women play in crafting poor people's strategies for surviving material scarcity (Lomnitz ; Elson ). 10 These studies also explore the diverse ways in which women's struggles challenge dominant understandings of gender (Lind ).
Women's struggles against unequal power relationships and their courageous use of ''traditional'' gender identities to challenge repressive political orders and/or to support collective claim making are, by now, well-documented sociocultural phenomena in Latin American politics. Often, however, the power of such images obscures women's active participation in the construction and reproduction of modes of political domination and their use of those same ''traditional'' gender identities, not to challenge, but to reinforce power inequalities. This book is also about a form of political participation, a modality of doing politics, that most of us would prefer not to (easily) recognize: women's participation in domination networks of political clientelism and the use of their subordinate roles to strengthen forms of subordination.
*
It is hardly a new observation that networks of reciprocal help abound among the urban and rural poor in Argentina and throughout Latin Introduction  culture(s) of the urban poor, one revealing and cutting edge of which is the problem-solving networks and the representations and practices embedded in them.
In one of his finest short stories, Borges (, ) defines an aleph as ''a point in which all the other points converge.'' The day of the rally described above works as a sort of aleph of both the particular and the general issues that I tackle in this book. Moreover, I hope to demonstrate that the rally and the shantytown are also ''strategic research sites'' (Merton ) for the understanding of some central elements-informal networks, performances, narratives, and identitiesin the heterogeneous social universe of the urban poor in contemporary Buenos Aires.
